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ABSTRACT 

The number of children who experience the separation of parents is constantly rising. These 
children often face overwhelming feelings of confusion and stress that in turn may negatively 
influence their psychosocial development. Young children generally are inexperienced in 
dealing with stress in that they are not prepared with the knowledge or understanding of their 
stressors and nor do they have the strategies to help them deal with stress. This study 
examines four case studies of children who have experienced the separation and divorce of 
their parents. The study examines three support systems (esteem, social and informational) 
as described by Dubow and Tisak (1989) which children can draw on to cope with stress. In 
addition the role of the classroom teacher in establishing support systems and assisting 
children cope with stress is explored. 

  

Introduction 

Young children who experience the permanent separation of their parents are often faced 
with a number of significant changes in their lives. In some cases, these changes can have a 
positive effect on the children’s development yet on the other hand the changes may 
negatively influence children’s development. The effect separation has on children however, 
cannot be ignored because of it’s potential to impact on children’s psychosocial 
development. 

Most young children are inexperienced in dealing with emotional upheaval and as a result, 
they lack the coping strategies that many adults have. In particular, many young children 
lack the verbal skills to express their emotions and to effectively communicate their need for 
emotional support. The frustration of not being able to effectively communicate may manifest 
itself in alternative behaviours. Strategies that children may employ at this age are 
commonly referred to as defense mechanisms (Puckett & Black, 2001). The dilemma is that 
children may over rely on these mechanisms, and as a result, may risk developing 
behavioural, social and emotional problems. Parents and teachers need to be able to read 



children’s behavioural cues and respond accordingly in order for children to experience 
healthy psychological development. 

Research conducted by Frieman (1993) identified that young children want their teachers to 
know about their family situation. Although his statement may meet with some contention, it 
cannot be refuted that many children in this situation look to their teachers for emotional 
support. If children are dismissed by their teachers as being resilient or conversely 
troublesome, then the cause of their stress may not necessarily be addressed and 
subsequently, their overall development may be affected. 

Funder & Kinsella (1991) suggest that the manner in which children adjust to the permanent 
separation of their parents is dependent on several aspects of their psychological well being, 
such as their temperament and self-concept. Additionally, as Hetherington and Parke (1993) 
point out, there is great diversity in children’s responses to the change in their family. 
Regardless of this diversity, there remains the fact that conflict resides. Howe (1999) 
recommends that early childhood teachers pay particular attention to how children are 
coping. Similarly, Briggs and Potter (1997) believe that the school acts as a major socializing 
institution that plays an important role in offsetting some of the negative effects of family 
separation. 

  

Support systems 

How well children adjust in response to the permanent separation of their parents is 
dependent on numerous variables. Dubow & Tisak (1989) examined children’s adjustment to 
stressful events and identified three categories of support systems that children were able to 
draw on to cope with stress. These are "social support", "esteem support" and "informational 
support". 

Dubow & Tisak explain that social support interacts with stress so that the "high levels of 
social support moderate the negative effects of stress on adjustment" (p. 1413). Social 
support informs an individual that he or she is cared for, loved, esteemed and valued (p. 
1412). It is this social support variable which has received the most research attention as a 
"potential moderator of the impact of stress" (Dubow & Tisak, 1989, p.1412). According to 
Barrera (1986), social support encompasses three aspects. These are: "perceived support", 
where one evaluates his or her environment as helpful; "social embeddedness", involves the 
quantity and identity of individuals in one’s network, and "enacted support" which takes into 
consideration the actual support offered by network members (cited in Dubow & Tisak, 1989, 
p.1412). 

Esteem support is defined as individuals believing others value him or her and as such self-
esteem is high and there is a feeling of mastery over stressors. Children are considered to 
have esteem support when their self-esteem is enhanced through quality interactions so 
they perceive themselves to have worth, competence and control. Esteem support is strong 
when adults become a source of emotional support so that children can confide in and trust 
them. 

Finally, informational support assists children to understand the stressors, and consequently 
reduce the perceived threat and importance of the stressor (p.1413). For example, when 
children have an understanding of the facts and issues surrounding a personal situation, 
rather than being protected from them, or when children receive sensitive responses from 
teachers and caregivers, then a child gradually learns to modify and regulate emotions and 



behaviours. The amount of understanding a child has of a stressor often determines his or 
her ability to cope in a given situation. 

This study is based on the assumption that when children have positive social, esteem and 
informational supports, they are better equipped to cope with stressors, which include 
divorce or permanent separation of parents and consequently are more likely to achieve 
social and emotional competence. 

  

  

Methodology 

Qualitative methods of inquiry were used to collect data for this study and the data was 
reported in the form of four case studies. The children involved in this study were ‘Daniel’, 
‘Jason’, ‘Grace’ and ‘Brandon’ (pseudonyms have been used in order to maintain 
confidentiality). The custodial parents were interested in participating in the study and all four 
children were suitable for this study as their parents were permanently separated. The 
duration of separation varied from eleven months to four years. 

Table 1 

Summary of Participant’s Details 

Participant Sex Age Year at 
School 

Duration of Parent’s 
separation at 

commencement of 
study 

Custodial 
Arrangements 

Brandon M 7 2 11 months. Split custody: One 
week with mother, 
one week with father 

Grace F 7 2 4 years Split custody: Same 
as above, although 
Grace stayed more 
with her mother 

Jason M 7 2 1 year Fortnightly 
arrangement – mother 
was main custodian 

Daniel M 8 3 3 years Fortnightly 
arrangement – mother 
was main custodian 

  

The data for this study was largely gathered through participant observations. The 
participant observations took place at the same negotiated time every week in the children’s 



classrooms over a school term of ten weeks. The information gathered through the 
participant observations offered a clear indication of the children’s everyday classroom lives. 
As the information was embedded in a context, it created a clearer and more authentic 
understanding of the participants and offered an insight into how the children were coping 
socially and emotionally. 

In addition to the participant observations, data were collected by semi-structured interviews 
with the children. The flexibility enabled the interview processes to remain sensitive to the 
children’s emotions. In addition to being sensitive, maintaining flexibility enabled the 
questions to focus on each child’s perception of reality (Burns, 1994). All interviews were 
conducted toward the end of the data-collecting period and were audio taped and later 
transcribed so the data could be easily accessed for analyzing. 

  

Findings 

Snapshots of cases 

Brandon 

Brandon adopted withdrawal behaviors and rarely tried to interact with peers or teachers. He 
would walk aimlessly around the classroom with a disinterested demeanor, which appeared 
to deny him the opportunity to participate in rewarding or effective interactions. Brandon’s 
limited social understandings impeded his ability to form close, mutual and constructive 
friendships. He tended to be impulsive and was not observed participating in positive and 
reciprocal interactions with his peers. As a result Brandon had developed an apathetic 
attitude and consequently, Brandon’s apathy and ineffective interaction strategies revolved 
in a cyclical fashion. The end result was that Brandon had established limited social support 
from peers and teacher. 

Brandon’s teacher was efficient and organized. She had an authoritative style of teaching 
and always executed lessons expediently. She described Brandon as being somewhat 
easily distracted but that his attention span had improved from the beginning of the year. 
Brandon’s teacher was aware of his home situation and attributed some of his unresponsive 
behaviour to his home circumstances. She stated she felt powerless to form strong long 
term relationships due to time constraints and therefore the quality of interactions between 
Brandon and his teacher tended to remain on a business level. 

From the data collected, it was observed that Brandon lacked social, esteem and 
instructional support. He did not initiate interaction with his teacher, and he did not seem to 
possess a diverse range of pro-social strategies for initiating interactions with his peers. 

Grace 

Grace was a very confident and extroverted child who was largely preoccupied with her own 
emotions and needs. As a consequence she was at times insensitive to the emotions and 
needs of other children. Her inability to take other children’s perspecitves in social situations 
made it very difficult for her to form close, mutual relationships. Although Grace used a 
number of pro-social strategies, such as smiling and engaging in conversations and 
assisting when children were experiencing difficulty, she also demonstrated a desire to 
socially compare her abilities against others to an extent that this became frustrating for 
other children. Reciprocity was not a feature of Grace’s interactions and therefore her 



friendships suffered. This was particularly noticeable in Grace’s apparent lack of 
companionship and positive interactions with peers in the playground. 

Whilst Grace demonstrated industrious behaviours that attributed to her sense of self worth, 
she also demonstrated that she was sensitive to comparisons made on her work by others. 
Therefore, Grace did not rely on peers for social support but sought the approval of adults 
through her sense of industry. 

Grace had two teachers, both of whom regarded her as a well-adjusted, confident and 
competitive child. Grace enjoyed a considerable amount of independence in the classroom 
and was often nominated as a helper and leader. Both teachers regarded Grace as a high 
achiever and ‘perfect student’ (Interview 3/8/99) and thus she was largely left to her own 
devises. 

Jason 

When Jason was seated at his desk, he would work studiously and effectively. He appeared 
to accomplish the tasks that were set for him with relative ease. However, he constantly 
sought attention and reinforcement from his peers. In the early stages of observation, Jason 
appeared withdrawn and preferred the proximity of his teacher. Jason rarely initiated 
conversations with her and was unresponsive during mat sessions but rather he seemed to 
be comforted merely by being in her presence. However, Jason’s teacher wanted him ‘to 
grow in independence’ (Interview 31/8/99) and therefore she was less prepared to give him 
the emotional support he sought. The significant change in Jason’s behaviour was perceived 
when he began to realize he was not going to recreate the relationships he had enjoyed with 
two of his previous teachers. Consequently, Jason turned his attention to gaining social 
support from his peers. Acting out seemed to win the attention and friendship of his peers 
and accordingly Jason began to misbehave within the classroom. 

Jason’s teacher was aware of his history and emotional fragility and whilst expressing 
empathy towards Jason she (by her own admission) stated she was not maternal and 
therefore did not encourage close physical contact with any of the children in the class. Her 
aim was to discourage his dependent behaviours and to improve his work ethic. In this case, 
Jason received little social, esteem and instructional support from peers or teacher. 

  

Daniel 

Daniel was a very composed child and constantly regulated his emotions and complied to 
social norms. At the same time however, Daniel exuded a sense of insecurity. Although 
Daniel had formed many friendships within his classroom, he preferred not to be a "team 
player". Daniel did not appear certain of the quality of his friendships nor did he engage in 
intimate reciprocal give and take with his friends and consequently, even though he 
appeared to be sociable and popular, he was in reality alone. It was evident that Daniel’s 
teachers were not aware of his social and emotional loneliness, as both teachers described 
him as socially competent and the "perfect student". 

Although Daniel commented on his close relationship with his teacher, this was not evident 
throughout the period of observations. What was evident, however, was that he and his 
teacher developed a common interest in mathematics. The problem-solving math’s activities 
appeared to offer Daniel an opportunity to experience success in constructive and 
challenging ways, fostering his sense of competency, self-worth, and industry. Moreover, 
Daniel was motivated to complete class tasks based on his desire to move on to 



mathematical games, to avoid negative consequences from the teacher and finally to attract 
the approval and affirmation of the teacher. 

  

Discussion and Conclusions 

At various stages throughout the study, it was evident that each of the four participants 
experienced difficulties in coping socially and emotionally in certain situations. What was 
also evident was that whilst the children received social and esteem support to various 
degrees, they were not provided with assistance to understand their stressors. Kostelnik, 
Stein, Whiren and Soderman (1993) state that a child’s perception of how threatening a 
stressor is determines how a child is affected under pressure. Children can reach a better 
understanding of what they are experiencing if they have the guidance and support of an 
adult, in particular, a family member or teacher. When a stressor is understood it can be 
seen in perspective, hence reducing its perceived threat. This type of informational support 
from an adult is possibly the key to helping children develop as socially and emotionally 
competent individuals. It may only be through gaining knowledge of the stressors and 
knowledge of coping strategies that children can develop stability and resiliency. 

This study also found that the teacher plays an integral and key role in providing support 
systems that will help children cope with the stress they experience resulting from the 
permanent separation of their parents. Often parents are consumed with dealing with their 
own emotions and so teachers are in the opportune position to offer children the support 
they need. During observations it was evident that teachers found it difficult to intervene and 
offer assistance and this may have been due to the sensitive and personal nature that was 
the cause of the stress. On the other hand, it may have been that they did not know what 
kind of help was needed. For example, Jason’s teacher thought she was helping by 
encouraging him to become more independent rather than sensing his need for a stronger 
attachment to her. 

Children, who have been through a traumatic experience, such as the separation or divorce 
of their parents, are predisposed to evaluating themselves more negatively than those who 
originate from emotionally secure backgrounds. Intervention for children, who have 
experienced a personal trauma, is essential if they are to grow into emotionally and socially 
well adjusted adults. Marriage breakdown often causes stress for all those involved. Parents 
tend to have life experiences that allow them to understand the source of their stress, and to 
offer them a repertoire of strategies for dealing with stress. Children do not. When children 
are faced with stress, especially stress originating from the separation of their parents, they 
require adults to help them understand and to show them how to positively deal with 
negative emotions. Often parents are consumed with dealing with their own emotions and so 
teachers are in the opportune position to offer children the help they need to cope during 
these circumstances 

What emerged from this study is that the development of only one or two of the three 
support systems was insufficient. Children need to develop each of the three support 
systems, namely, social, esteem and informational, in order to cope effectively when 
confronted with stressful and traumatic situations in their lives. If a child is demonstrating 
symptoms of stress in a classroom situation, it is the responsibility of the teacher firstly to 
recognise the symptoms and then to assist the child. This is done by nurturing effective 
support systems, as well as explicitly teaching coping strategies for dealing with stress. 
Emotion and intellect are interwoven, and young children cannot attend to learning 
opportunities unless their emotional needs are met. Therefore, in order for teachers to 
effectively teach children they must understand that the way in which they include and 



respond to emotional processes in educational settings will impact on young children’s 
capacity to learn. 

Although each of the children in this study had supportive and caring teachers, it became 
evident that the teachers found it difficult to intervene and offer assistance to the children 
when they were demonstrating symptoms of stress. Finally, relationships with caring, 
supportive and above all knowledgeable teachers, becomes all the more important for 
children who are dealing with stress. It is the teacher who is able to make a substantial 
contribution not only to the intellectual development of children, but also to their social and 
emotional well being that will ultimately make a difference in the lives of children. 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  



References 

  

Briggs, F. & Potter, G. (1995). Teaching Children in the First Three Years of School. (2nd 

Ed.). Australia: Addison Wesley Longman Australia Pty Ltd. 

DiSibio, (1981). The Effect of the Single Parent Family on the Academic, Emotional, and 

Social Achievement of the Elementary School Child. ERIC (ED226825). 

Dubow, E.F. & Tisak, J. (1989). The relation between stressful life events and adjustment 

in elementary school children: The role of social support and social problem-solving 
skills. Child Development. 60, 1412-1423. 

Frieman, B. (1993). Separation and divorce: Children want their teachers to know. 

Young Children. 48 (6), 58-63. 

Funder, K., & Kinsella, S. (1991). Divorce, change and children. Family Matters. 30, 20-23. 

Hetherington, E.M. & Parke, R.D. (1993). Child Psychology A Contemporary Viewpoint. 

(4th Ed.). USA: McGraw-Hill, Inc. 

Howe, J. (1999). Early Childhood: Family and Society in Australia: A Reassessment. 

Katoomba: Social Science Press. 

Kostelnik, , M., Stein, L., Whiren, A., & Soderman, A. (1993).Guiding children’s social 
development. (2nd Ed.) New York: Delmar Pub’s. 

Puckett, M.B., & Black, J. (2001). The Young Child. (3rd Ed.). New Jersey: Prentice 

Hall, Inc. 

  

 


